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About This Book


Teenage Tessa and her friends should have been home and safe after being rescued from their vampire kidnappers. Instead, she wakes to find herself alone, Jared and Cody apparently snatched all over again…and she has no clue know who took them. Scared, pissed off and aware she’s been a target all along, Tessa discovers she’s been locked in a lab by those who want to tap into the latent genetic abilities in her vampire blood.

Caught in a dangerous maze, Cody knows he has to help his fellow captives, but all he wants to do is find Tessa. The connection growing between him and his best friend’s sister has undeniably become the center of his universe. But any future they might have together is in jeopardy if they can’t stop the Old World vampires from developing a blood farm they intend to fill with humans in stasis who will serve as their permanent feeding supply. The only ones standing against their evil plans to take over the world are Cody and Tessa’s clan of peaceful vampires.

Jared is exhilarated to be free at last…but even as the distance between him and the blood farm he miraculously escaped from increases, he can’t stop thinking about those still trapped there– the ones who helped him flee. Can he really walk away from what’s happening? From the horror it portends? When he discovers something sub rosa that all but paralyzes him, he has no choice but to act on the knowledge…even if it means walking straight back into the hellish prison he narrowly escaped from.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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This is the last chapter of book 2, Vampire in Distress. We left Tessa after this point…

Tessa’s high spirited, yet exhausted group finally exited the warehouse three hours after the authorities had arrived. Taz stayed behind to help assess the humans. The large group that had arrived earlier had already moved out, giving Tessa only a brief moment to say goodbye to Jared. The medical team had given him a quick look over and then taken blood samples to test for the type of drugs his captors had used on him. Now the team was taking him to a hospital for more tests. He hadn’t been terribly impressed at the idea of more needles, but they’d convinced him to go anyway.

He also hadn’t been thrilled about leaving Tessa. She’d tried to include him with her group, but the authorities had insisted he go with the others. He was human and had no adult representation. Plus, he needed care.

Several times, Jared had tried to explain his own family might be a danger to him. The end result was that they would take him somewhere safe until the authorities sorted out this mess. Tessa had asked to bring him home with her family and had been voted down by the human authorities– something about keeping him with his people.

This wasn’t the first time she’d come up against that barrier, but it had dimmed her joy. Still, as long as he was safe and content, she would be, too. In fact, going home was all she wanted for everyone.

“Come on, Tessa.”

David slung an arm through hers, while Jewel hung on his other arm. As they walked down the long hallway to the surface, Tessa kept her face pointing forward. The last thing she wanted was for her last image of this place to be of the hanging dead.

She smiled as they walked through the computer room. Things were so different now. And that was damned good. She was beyond tired. Several days in bed sounded good about now.

“Tired?” The cooler air revived her slightly as her father walked up behind her.

Tessa smiled, dropped her brother’s arm, and fell back to link hers with her father. The other two walked on ahead. “Yeah, I am. Just thinking about having the longest bath ever, followed by several days in bed.”

“I understand.” He patted her arm. “Sounds good.”

“What about Mom?” She couldn’t help worrying. The enemy had powerful drugs.

Serus twisted to glance at the stretcher coming behind them. “She’ll spend a few days in hospital, until the drugs work their way out of her system. She’ll be fine. She just needs time.”

“Good.” Tessa smiled with relief. “I’m really happy to hear that.”

“I know.” He squeezed her arm. “Sian is going to stay at the house with you while I’m at the hospital, and Taz works here.” They opened the door to the garage. The floor was still down.

Tessa walked straight over to the far wall, waited until everyone was on, and hit the trigger to make it rise. Once on top, they sent the floor down to the ground floor level again for the others. Not that it mattered. They’d been moving people back and forth constantly. Once outside, Tessa was surprised to find it was dark out.

How convenient.

Turning to the others, Tessa caught sight of her mother on the stretcher, and her smile dropped away. The medical team loaded her mother into the ambulance while she stood quietly beside David and Jewel.

Serus walked over to them. “I’m going with her to the hospital.” He wrapped her in a hug. “I want to make sure she settles in okay. You go home with David, and Sian will follow you. Get some rest. I’ll be there soon.”

David hugged Tessa as the ambulance drove off. “Let’s go, Tessa. We’ll catch a ride with one of the elders.”

“Sounds good.”

Within minutes, they were on their way down the mountain. In the backseat of the SUV, the warmth of the vehicle and the slow growl of the engine lulled Tessa into a peaceful state. She closed her head back and smiled gently.

It was over. Finally.

She closed her eyes and slept.

Hours later, she woke up and yawned. The vehicle had stopped. The darkness was absolute.

“Thank God,” she said. “Are we home?”

She sat up and looked around. The vehicle was empty. Looking out the window, she didn’t recognize her location. Where was she? She opened the door and stepped out.

“David?”

No houses were close by. In fact, she didn’t see any other vehicles. And there were definitely no other people, either human or vampire.

Circling the SUV, she couldn’t stop her confusion and rising panic. Where had everyone gone? Where was her brother? And what about Jewel? Ian? And oh, God– Cody?

“Hello?” She spun around and searched the darkness. “Hello? Where is everyone?”

Tessa wasn’t in the wooded area she recognized from either the mansion or the mountain. In fact, she didn’t recognize the area at all. The place had no trees, no hills and no mountains.

Where the hell was she?

And why?


Chapter 1
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Tessa stared at the complete change in terrain…and circumstances. On the horizon, a jet stream slowly dissipated across the sky. A long shudder rippled down her spine. This so shouldn’t be happening. She should be back at home with her family and enjoying a well-earned rest. The danger…the nightmare…was over, right?

But it was so not.

She couldn’t help it. Trying to fuel her anger to keep her fear submerged, she pinched herself. “Shit.” As she glared down at the white, then dark, flushed skin at the point of injury, she realized what a stupid thing it had been to do. But, at least, now she knew. “So, I’m not dreaming this.”

She turned around in a slow circle. “Maybe that’s a good thing. ’Cause then this would be a nightmare, and I have had enough of those.”

And as the morning light crept out from behind a cloud, she realized there were no piles of ashes either. So the others hadn’t burned up either. Thankfully!

She ran her hand through her long hair, and then scrubbed her face. She might be awake but she had no idea what the hell had happened. She stopped. Keys? Were they in the vehicle? She ran to the driver’s side and opened the door. Leaning in, she checked the ignition. The keys had been removed. That figured. She slid in anyway and dropped the visor, like they did in the movies, hoping to find a spare set, but found nothing. She checked under the seats and around the center console. Again, there were no keys.

So she wasn’t going to be driving anywhere. She slid across to the passenger seat and opened the glove box. It was totally empty, not even insurance or registration papers. Hmm. Was the vampires’ legal system different to that of humans’? If that was the case, so was their lack of regard for rules and regulations.

A more comprehensive search turned up a coat left behind by one of the others. She snatched it up before slamming the doors shut. There was no food, water, cell phones, or anything else of use. And there was nothing even remotely like a communication system. Some vehicles had onboard computers. If this one did, it had either been removed or hidden, because she couldn’t find it. She couldn’t even find a cell phone charger in the vehicle, and every vehicle had those in today’s world.

The bottom line was she had no way to communicate with anyone.

Still, she’d been here before.

She held up the coat, trying to figure out who the owner was. It was long and black, duh, and way too big for her. She didn’t think it could be David’s, but maybe it was Ian’s. She checked out the pockets. Empty. Inside, under the back collar, was a crest– Cody’s family crest. She grinned, almost dancing in place.

Cody’s coat. Perfect!

She slipped it on, feeling better already. She couldn’t wait to see his face when he saw her in it. He’d always been so particular about this coat and with good reason. It was nice. But for her, it was a connection to her friends and family. And that it was Cody’s, well, that just made it even more comforting.

She snuggled deeper in to the coat and leaned against the vehicle. Should she wait around for the others to come back? That was presuming, of course, that they’d just gone for a walk and had left her behind to sleep. And if they had, she just might kill them when they got back. Letting her rest was one thing, but forcing her to wake up alone was a totally different issue. They could at least have left one person to stay with her.

Then there was that nasty suspicion that they hadn’t walked away of their own free will.

That scared and puzzled her. Why leave her behind? She doubted anyone who cared enough to take her friends by force would give a damn about letting Tessa catch a few more hours’ sleep.

Besides, there were no energy signatures walking in any direction. There were puddles of it outside the vehicles as if they’d been standing around before taking off– and leaving her behind.

Tessa admitted to being confused and, stupidly, hurt. She hadn’t been wanted. Like, what was wrong with her? But that thought was just silly. After all, she didn’t want to be taken. And, of course, if her friends had been forced to leave, maybe being left behind was a sort of kindness.

Too confused to sort through everything and without enough information to actually comprehend it all anyway, she tried to put the issue away.

She studied the odd terrain. She’d thought the snow-capped mountain had been disturbingly scary at the exit to the blood farm last time, but here there were no trees, no buildings, and no signs of life at all. In fact, there was nothing. It was like a deserted wasteland. And maybe because she felt so exposed, she found herself wanting a place to hide. But there was only the vehicle.

She couldn’t ever remember hearing about such a place in school. But then, rogue vampires and blood farms hadn’t exactly been part of the school curriculum either.

Her father had always told her that book learning would only help so much; that it was no replacement for real life experience. She gazed up at the blue sky and murmured, “Well, Dad, how do you feel about that now? And what’s going on with Mom?”

The sound of her own voice was both soothing and lonely.

Damn. Why didn’t she have a cell phone with her? Her father should know by now that she hadn’t made it home. It was daylight. They had to be worried about her.

Daylight! She spun around. Of course! The others couldn’t stay out like she could. Maybe they’d gone into the trees for cover or flown somewhere else. Sure. That must be what had happened. They hadn’t really left her alone. No, they’d only left her to the last because she could stand in the sunshine.

She wondered how far they’d have had to travel to get to safety away from the sun. But why hadn’t they stayed in the vehicle? Maybe it had broken down? Run out of gas? She didn’t know, but surely any number of things could have gone wrong with it.

If the others were close by, maybe she did have a way to communicate…

She paused. It had only happened that once or twice before when she’d been really tired and really stressed. Still, it was worth a shot. Resolutely, she closed eyes, and called out. Cody.

No answer.

Cody, are you there?

Nothing, no response. What was going on? Her eyes opened. What else did she expect?

He wasn’t standing beside her like the last time. Her parents had had trouble communicating across distances, too. And when deep underground, even more problems existed.

Tess…a!

Goosebumps rose all over her body. Had that call been inside her head? Or had he called in some weird whisper? Had it even been him? She spun around. “Cody? Is that you? Where are you?”

There was no answer. Either the call was inside her mind or out.

“Cody?” She walked around the SUV and studied the land with a new eye. Six people had made a lot of disturbance. She didn’t know their driver or the councilman who’d been with them, but her father had trusted them to keep his family safe. Given this blood farm mess, she imagined her father would trust a lot fewer folk now.

The ground was hard, with little bits of grass and brush growing around, but it hadn’t been obviously trampled down. And that didn’t make sense. As an afterthought, she bent to look under the vehicle. Nope, no one was there.

Damn it, Cody. Where are you?

On the heels of that question, she swore she could feel eyes on her. She spun around and searched…everywhere. But there wasn’t even a cloud in the sky to hide behind. With no trees, or structures, if someone was watching her, then they had to be invisible. And didn’t that notion give her the creeps? Still looking around, she couldn’t shake off the disturbing feeling that she was being observed.

Tessa looked up at the sun. She had to accept that her friends weren’t coming back anytime soon. In fact, chances were good they weren’t able to. She had to do something. She’d already done that whole stay-in-one-place thing, and so far that hadn’t worked out so well.

But leaving meant possibly going in the wrong direction and, damn it, she was tired of this crap. She bent down and studied the ground. She opened up both her visions, human and vampire, and walked around the area, focusing on where the others had exited the vehicle.

At each open door, there was a long, wide puddle of energy on the ground. She’d initially taken it to have been several people having stood around. But giving it a closer look, she had realized it was most likely from someone having fallen out of the vehicle and crumpled to the ground.

Alarm bells rang in her head. She couldn’t think of anything that would have had that effect but drugs. Something else might have gotten one or two of them, but not all of them. And surely not gotten Cody? He’d been in the front seat with the driver and the councilman. But his energy lay snugged to the ground. He’d collapsed and stayed there.

It took a long time, but she finally sorted out the puddles. Mixed into the energy of her friends, she counted three other sets of vampire energies. They’d circled the SUV and had apparently collected everyone else and then taken off.

Yet again she asked– why not her?

Had they assumed she was dead? If they’d gassed the inside of the vehicle and she’d been sleeping, she might have gotten a stronger dose than the others. She might have looked dead to them then. And then there were her weird genetics. Maybe the drugs hadn’t affected her as badly as the others. Or maybe she’d been affected much more. If they’d wanted to see if she survived, they’d have taken her with them– or left someone to watch over her. But they hadn’t.

Or had they? She’d already had that horrible feeling once before. The very thought of it gave her the heebie-jeebies. She couldn’t help but glance over her shoulder.

If they were watching her, what were they looking for? Not nothing– that idea was just stupid.

And the idea of her friends being captives again made her want to puke. Speaking of which, her stomach didn’t feel bad at all. She could use some food, but she didn’t feel sick or anything. If she’d been drugged, wouldn’t the drugs have left her with after effects? On the other hand, she’d been groggy when she’d woken up. She’d taken it to mean she was still sleepy, but it most likely was the lingering effects of the drugs.

A bit of a headache, maybe, but that was all. And a sore arm. She rubbed her upper left arm. There was a redness to it. But it was probably from the way she’d been sleeping.

Tessa tilted her face to the sun and closed her eyes. Which way to go? The energy signatures didn’t move from around the vehicle, so the only way her friends could have been taken was up.

Well, she could only go up so high and then she’d have to come back down. Fliers would be able to go a long distance before they’d have to come down. She should have seen the energy signatures if they’d done that. Oh yeah, with so many people flying at once that would show as a huge streak in the sky. But…if they’d left hours ago, it would have dispersed quickly with the winds.

That jet stream when she’d woken up– now where had that been? She spun around and retook her earlier position from when she’d exited the vehicle. She faced the direction and studied the sky with both sets of visions. There. Above and across in a pale, dissipating slash was the energy she’d been looking for.

Without a second thought, she set off.
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Cody shifted his sore body and winced. Instinctively, he hunched against the pain ruffling across his wings. Sharp stabs of pain lanced through him, slamming his eyes shut before they had opened too far. “Shit.” At least, he thought he had said that, but his voice, rusty and damaged, came out in a small, tinny sound. He shuddered– only that movement was also weak, barely enough to register. He tried to shake his head, but everything appeared to move in slow motion. His head swam with the movement. He groaned softly.

What the hell had happened to him?

“Cody,” a softer, raspy female voice whispered beside him. “Is that you?”

His heart leapt; he barely held back the instinct to turn around. Tessa? No. “Jewel?”

“Yes.” She coughed softly, as if trying to clear her throat. “What happened, do you know?”

“No idea. Are we alone?” He tried to open his eyes, but they weren’t willing to cooperate. He tried to lift a hand to rub his eyes, only to find his hands bound tightly in front of him. “We’re tied up?” It finally registered. He shifted upwards, his abs crunching instinctively to lift his shoulders. And couldn’t. He fell back down on the floor. “Jesus. I can hardly move.”

“Same here. David is still out cold.”

He froze. David… Jewel… “Oh shit. Jewel, please tells me that Tessa is here.”

A long silence, then she answered in a small voice, “I can’t see her. Ian is behind you. He’s still asleep too.”

“Asleep my ass; he’s unconscious maybe, drugged, yeah, but asleep? So not!” Cody lay there for a moment, trying to process everything. “What about the driver and Councilman Trondjent? Are they here?”

“I don’t know. I can’t move to see.”

“Don’t move. It hurts like hell.”

“I know.” She choked back tears. “Is this never going to end?”

“Yes. It. Will.” He bit off the words, temper building. But be damned if they didn’t have to go through yet another round first. This time, however, give him a little leeway and he’d make sure no one was left to tie him up ever again. He’d kill every last one of those assholes.

Jewel sniffled quietly in the background, and that made him angrier. Tessa had better be here. If she wasn’t, he’d kick her ass real good when he found her. And find her he would. He had to. But first they had to get free.

“Jewel, from where you’re lying, can you see anything else about where we are?”

“No. Just that we’re in a white room. There is a door on the side, but it’s closed.

He forced his eyes open. White walls. White floor. White ceiling. His blood ran cold. The goddamn blood farm…

How could this be? They’d driven a long way from that place. He tried to recall the last thing he remembered from the journey. He had checked on Tessa in the back seat to find her sleeping like a baby. He remembered there’d been a problem with the heater. It had started smoking. He didn’t remember much after that.

What was the chance the smoke was actually gas?

Anger built up in him like he’d never felt before. He might not be very old himself, but the blood of his ancient line swam through his body, and it smoldered now, ready to flare into life at the first opportunity.

He reined it in for the moment.

“Have you seen anyone?”

“No,” she whispered. “But I’m so afraid they’ll return any moment.”

“Right.” He snapped to attention. “Let’s take stock. Are you tied up? Hands? Feet? Any injuries I should know about?”

In a slightly stronger voice, she answered, “My hands are tied behind my back. My feet have been bound with something that’s too damn tight for comfort. And there’s some weird stuff on my eyes…” Her voice broke off then. She took a deep breath, cleared her throat, and continued. “As I can see clearly, I’m hoping that’s only minor. David’s eyes look as if he’s been crying heavily, and there’s some dried stuff on the surface of his eyelids. He’s also tied up but appears unharmed.”

“Good.” Cody bent his knees and, in one heavily muscled move, rolled up and onto his knees. He bowed his head, waiting for the fog to dissipate and the pain to ease back. His feet were killing him, but it was nothing compared to his wings. “Someone is going to pay for this.”

“Damn right. Hey. I can see you. How did you do that?” Surprised consternation colored her voice.

Cody glanced around at her and grinned as she imitated his movements and ended up kneeling too. Jewel was nothing if not competitive.

The grin fell off his face. He pivoted. His head swiveled. “Where’s Tessa?”

Jewel gasped. “She’s not here. Neither is our driver or the councilman.”

“Oh no, not again,” Cody groaned softly. Damn that girl anyway. She could get into more trouble than anyone else he knew. But under his irritation was a growing fear. There had to be a reason why Tessa had been separated from them.

“I wonder if they’ve hung the councilman up.” Jewel’s voice had dropped to an almost inaudible tone. “Like Moltere.”

“I hope not. We have to keep in mind we have no idea which of the council members are on which side. Maybe Trondjent is one of the bad guys. That would help explain how we ended up here.” He glared at the closed door in front of them. “We need to get the hell out of here.” Those assholes had taken Tessa somewhere and he had to find her. And fast.

“Any suggestions?”

With a move learned at soccer practice a long time ago, Cody jumped up onto his feet. Now he could look down at the bindings on his feet. Knotted rope– not a heavy gauge, but tight enough to make it impossible to get his feet out. At a sudden movement behind him, he twisted around enough to see Jewel on her feet as well. She hopped toward him.

“My hands aren’t very tight. Do you think you can undo them? I can’t see them, but you can.” She took several more jumps around David until she was in front of him. With little shuffling steps, she turned her back to him.

Reaching out, Cody tugged on her bindings. They were only closed with several half hitches at the end. Wiggling and twisting them, he managed to unloop first one, and then another. Before he had a chance to work on the third, Jewel had wiggled her hands loose.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” he whispered savagely. “See if you can undo the bindings on your feet.”

While she sat back down and went to work on them, Cody used his teeth on his own hands. His arms were loose in minutes. He joined Jewel on the floor and had pulled off the rope binding his feet by the time she was done herself.

“Good. Let’s get the others untied. I want them awake and pissed.”

Jewel ran to David while Cody started on Ian’s bindings.

When Ian’s arms fell back as they were released from the ties, he groaned. Cody slapped his hand over Ian’s mouth to keep him quiet. Ian’s eyes flashed open. Black and confused, his gaze landed on Cody before relaxing. Bending lower, Cody quickly explained. Fury lit Ian’s gaze and his nostrils flared. “Untie me,” he snapped.

“Almost done; hold on.”

By the time he had helped Ian to his feet and turned to face Jewel, David was sitting up and untying his own feet.

“David, you okay?”

“I’m not going to be okay until I get my sister back and these assholes are dead,” he snapped. “There is nothing else in my future but to make sure this stops happening.” In a short, jerky movement, he threw the bindings from his legs to the far side of the room and hopped to his feet. “Let’s go. There are some vamps to kill.”

He strode to the door and turned, his body vibrating with tension.

Cody knew how he felt; at the same time, he knew Jewel was a different animal altogether.

He motioned to where Jewel stood– slightly off to one side, her shoulders drooping and her eyes downcast. She’d been a trooper, but she’d been exhausted even before this last mess. He didn’t know how long they’d been unconscious, but it felt like months to him. And he’d woken up pissed…unlike her. She’d woken up plain scared. Anger was feeding his energy. Fear had drained hers.

David glowered at him, not getting it.

Cody rolled his eyes and motioned again. David switched his gaze from Cody to Jewel and back again. Then he caught it. He strode the few steps to stand in front of Jewel. He enfolded her in his arms and tucked her in close. He blocked her from the other two and whispered in her ear.

Cody watched as Jewel wrapped her arms tightly around David and burrowed deeper.

Did David understand how lucky he was? Not only did he have someone he cared about and that same caring was returned, but his relationship was open now. They didn’t have to hide how they felt about each other. They could be together. It was a huge gift for them both.

It was something he didn’t think he could have with Tessa. He doubted anyone would think it was okay. Not her father or her mother, and although David might be okay with his best friend being together with his kid sister, none of their peers would be. Tessa was young. Not super young, but a year or two younger than was comfortable. But that problem would resolve itself with time as she matured.

Still, he knew of no other comparable female. She’d become something he couldn’t have imagined. He used to call her Tessy, and now he wouldn’t dare.

Feeling foolish, but desperate for answers, he mentally reached out. Tessa? Are you there?

There was nothing in response.

Well, what did he expect? They could be separated by miles of steel and mountain.

He wanted her to be with him so bad and to know that she was safe and at his side. To spend time, real time, just the two of them– alone– together to find out if she felt the same way he did. Or was he destined to always stand on the outside of her world?

He’d hate that.

He knew the feelings had hit fast. Too fast, his father would say. But it had happened. Sure, maybe in another week he’d come to his senses and realize how foolish this relationship idea was…but not likely. This felt too real to be anything but right.

That didn’t change the fact that they couldn’t have a relationship like he wanted right now. He knew exactly what he wanted to do with her and, given her age and innocence, that was likely to send her screaming in the opposite direction. But he hoped not. And if David or Serus had any idea what was going through his head, they’d probably string him up in that damn warehouse themselves.

Damn him for being an idiot; a lovesick idiot. He shuddered. That “love” word again. That was just freaky. He hadn’t planned to fall in love for a long time, not until he’d sown a lot of wild oats and checked out a lot of options. Although there weren’t tons of available women in the vamp population, the ones that were…were really available.

And he couldn’t think of any he wanted like he wanted Tessa.

Damn him for being such a fool.

“Yo, Cody. Are you there?”

Cody blinked. Ian grinned at him. “Hey, Casanova, do you want us to leave you here to ponder the big issues in your life while we go hunting?”

Cody narrowed his eyes at his friend, shot David– whose grin said he knew exactly what Cody had been thinking about, but maybe not with whom– a dirty look. He strode to the door and flung it open. “Let’s go kick some vamp ass.”
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The sounds of the busy clinic faded into background noise as Serus stared down at his wife. Anger still vibrated at the thought of his own people drugging and trying to reprogram her mind. It had been a long time since he’d had to deal with threats to his family. Now it all came rushing back. He’d survived any number of wars and, as time had passed peacefully, he’d become more complacent with every year that had passed. He’d settled down, had kids, and turned into a softie. Well, enough of that. In his day, he’d commanded many warriors.

And he could do so again.

In fact, he was itching to do just that.

“She’s going to be fine, Serus,” Goran placed a strong hand on his shoulder and gave it a light shake. “Let her rest. The doctors are running their tests, and you know that will take time.”

“I know. But she’s been out for hours, almost for the full night. It just angers me that we’re back to the same damn place we thought to have left a long time ago. Why is this all happening again? It was one thing that Rhia and I were fighting back then. Now the kids are involved. They are fighting our war. It’s like we didn’t do the job properly the first time and our kids are forced to clean up our messes,” he growled. “I won’t be able to live with myself if we lose any of our own.”

Goran shook his head. “I doubt the kids would agree with you. And remember, we’d assumed we’d put an end to this a long time ago. Instead it just went underground. I want to know who is behind this mess. When I thought it was Moltere, I had an enemy to focus on. Now it’s like anyone and everyone is our enemy and that, well– to use the kids’ term– sucks.

Serus smiled at that. “When I saw Moltere hanging there as the product of his own creation, I couldn’t help but think he got what he deserved. Talk about justice.”

“True enough, but I still wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. Better to take him out to the sunlight and kill him off, it’s cleaner that way. This ‘hanging around for eternity’ stuff…so not my thing.”

“It has to be one of his cohorts to have gotten that close to him. Moltere was always a cagey bastard.”

“And no one else would know about the blood farm or get away with hanging him up.”

“But why hang him up? Was it as an example to the others? It’s not like he has any useable blood.”

“He must have something they want, but what?” Goran held out his open hands questioningly.

“One of the kids said something about creating vampires and needing the blood of the ancients to do experiments with. Moltere is an ancient. So maybe it’s his blood that is turning out these new vamps. They aren’t bad for a first copy, but nowhere near as good as real ones.”

“And what’s the point of creating more stupid vampires? Don’t we have enough already?” Goran said with a small smile. “At least they should improve the model.”

“Actually,” Serus said quietly, “I think that’s what the plan is. Imagine if they have your blood, my blood, Moltere’s blood, and any number of others’ blood with different genetic abilities, and now pull them all together into one vamp. We’d have that whole super vamp concept again.”

“That wasn’t Moltere’s thing. He wasn’t into experiments. He was into controlling the human population as a long-term feeding ground.”

“But this isn’t Moltere anymore. Moltere might have done all the hard work getting this organization set up and profitable but, with the infrastructure in place, any number of other, more devious plans, can be carried out. The labs, the DNA testing, the blood cleansing, the hospital facilities– they’re all perfect for that super race bullshit again.”

“And who the hell would want that crap? We’re perfect just the way we are.” The disgust in Goran’s tone made Serus grin at his old friend. Goran’s ego had always been healthy.

“Cody proved himself out there these last few days.”

Goran puffed up with pride. “Damn right. He’s a good kid.”

“He is that. All the kids did well but too bad about Jacob.”

“Damn traitor,” Goran said, anger spiking his voice.

“And we need to find out who Jacob hung out with. Start tracking these bastards back to the source. We have several of the top henchmen in custody, but…I doubt they’ll talk. Being long lived, they know they’ll get found out and taken out eventually.”

“I want a few minutes with that damn flier Cody was doing battle with. He’s the one that’s going to know something. Those guys were supposed to be taken to the council lockup for questioning.”

Serus turned to him. “You didn’t recognize him, did you?”

Goran shook his head. “No, and that’s not good. I swore I knew every flier out there. So that’s where I’m heading next.”

“As I said, it’s a whole new game now.”

Goran’s face hardened. “And we’ve got a whole new team this time around.”

He was referring to the kids instead of the trained fighters they had had last time. Serus knew it, but hated the reminder…and the comparison.

“The kids did beautifully, but…”

“But they’re still kids,” Goran finished.

“Exactly. Speaking of which, have you heard from any of them yet? They should be at home asleep.” Serus pulled out his cell phone and called home. “I’m glad Sian is staying with them. But there’s a part of me that would prefer an armed guard just to make sure.”

“Yeah, Cody hasn’t checked in either. I told him to call as soon as he got home.”

“Sounds like the orders I gave David. Poor Tessa, she needs to sleep for a week at least.”

“She’s something-– never thought she’d turn out like she has.”

Serus didn’t answer. The phone was ringing, but no one was answering. “They aren’t answering the house phone.”

“Course not.” Goran shrugged. “They probably all crashed.”

“They should have called first.”

He’d hung up and gone to redial when the phone went off in his hand. “Sian, I’ve just tried to call the house.”

Sian’s musical voice came through clear. “Sorry, I didn’t manage to catch it before you hung up. I just woke up from a nap. You have to remember that I don’t move quite as fast these days.”

Serus grinned. “You haven’t even begun showing yet. You should be running marathons.”

“Sleep marathons, maybe. So, what’s the update?” she complained. “I was expecting the kids hours ago.”

Goran and Serus stared at each other. “You left before the kids– right, Sian?”

“I came home right after Taz got busy. Figured I was in the way and could do more here on the computer. I’ve been working at your house with a couple of the council members, waiting until the kids got here. Shouldn’t they be here by now?”

They should have been. But now Serus knew they weren’t going to be. Not any longer.

“Sian, they should have been there hours ago.”
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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